Teaching Reading Comprehension in the Middle Grades
The subject of this chapter is reading comprehension instruction during the middle elementary years, specifically grades three through eight. The chapter focuses on existing instructional approaches and programs -designed to improve comprehension. Several of the more prominent approaches and programs are sampled and described. Some of the approaches, notably Smith and Goodman's (1971) psycholinguistic view of reading comprehension, are more conceptual and general than they are operational and specific.
In contrast, certain programs such as DISTAR Reading (Science Research Associates, 1974 -1975 and the basal reading series, provide teachers with highly specific instructional guidelines and materials. For each of the instructional approaches and programs sampled, we have attempted to locate research on its effectiveness in terms of student achievement. As will be apparent, evidence of specific program effects is, more often than not, either altogether absent or largely insubstantial.
While the focus of this report is on children in the third through eighth grades, descriptions of some beginning reading programs are included, since most commercial instructional programs used in the middle elementary years are continuations of programs begun at first grade.
Examination of these programs reveals that the comprehension skills which receive the greatest attention during the middle grades have been introduced and taught during the child's first year of reading instruction (Rosenshine, (1978) . This is as true for beginning reading programs noted for their strong code or phonic emphasis as for those characterized by a "meaning emphasis."
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To provide a completely comprehensive account of how reading comprehension is currently taught is probably not possible; there may be as many ways to teach reading comprehension as there are reading teachers. We have assumed that while there are numerous differences between any two teachers in the way that they teach comprehension, many of these differences are incidental and not functionally related to reading achievement. The same may be said about different approaches to teaching reading comprehension (e.g., DISTAR vs. a basal reading series). Stated simply, some of the differences between instructional practices are not important and need not be described.
All programs contain a variety of activities which purport to enhance comprehension. Such variety makes it difficult to identify with confidence which aspects of comprehension instruction are important, that is, are functionally related to changes in comprehension skills. We have tentatively identified five features of comprehension instruction upon which programs may vary, and which are at least plausibly related to program effectiveness. These potentially "critical features" are: the corpus or text that students read, the skills which a program claims to teach, the relative emphasis a program gives to different skills, how the program teaches a skill, and the program's requirement for skill mastery (i.e., to what extent must a child demonstrate skill acquisition before progressing in the program).
We do not suggest that our admittedly tentative list of critical features is either exhaustive or empirically validated, only that it possesses some face validity. Even then, it is debatable as to how Teaching Reading Comprehension 3 critical any of these features are to reading achievement. For example, some reading researchers have taken issue with the notion that reading comprehension can be divided into discrete skills (Goodman, 1969; Spearritt, 1972; Thorndike, 1971 ) and instead, argue that reading comprehension is a complex global ability. If their conception of reading comprehension is correct, then four of our five "critical features" become trivial.
Since we have not found the evidence in support of the global ability viewpoint to be particularly convincing (Jenkins & Pany, Note 4) , and since most instructional approaches to reading treat comprehension as a set of multiple skills (e.g. finding the main idea, sequencing), we will for the present consider the skills taught by a program to be a critical Several of the more dominant approaches to reading instruction were selected for review. These include: basal readers, the DISTAR program, objectives-based reading systems, language experience, and psycholinguistic recommendations. Estimates of dominance were based on an examination of the materials that schools purchased for reading instruction and on approaches recommended by various reading authorities. Only comprphensive programs that seemed to provide teachers with extensive guidance over long periods of time were included. Not considered were more circumscribed, although frequently recommended teaching ideas such as using newspaper articles, choral reading, poetry reading, reading games, and the like (Harris & Sipay, 1975) .
Research on program effects is described whenever such research was available. However, as will be painfully evident, research on most comprehensive approaches is scant.
Teaching Reading Comprehension
5
Basal Reading Series
The most prevalent approach to teaching reading comprehension is through basal readers. Barton and Wilder (1964) reported that between 92 and 981' of primary grade teachers use a basal series on all or most days of the year. The frequent adoption of basal series is due in part to commercial publishers' success in creating a teaching tool that is unrivaled for convenience. The series provide stories and workbooks for children, questions for teachers to ask, lesson plans, and a host of recommended classroom activities. Moreover, the explicit instructional guidelines that are contained in basal teacher's manuals probably exert a strong influence on classroom instruction. Beck and Block (1975) Using the number of exercises designed to teach a given skill as a measure of a series' emphasis of that skill, they found correlations ranging -.08 to +.43 among three basal series. Cooke (1970) further substantiates differences in skill emphasis among programs. According to Cooke's examination of three basal programs, comprehension of detail received the greatest stress in all three series, even though the degree of stress varied significantly across programs.
Instructional Procedures
We speculated earlier that in addition to corpus, comprehension skills taught, and skills emphasized, a program's instructional procedures are a critical feature affecting the development of reading comprehension.
Comparisons of comprehension teaching procedures employed by different basal readers have not been reported in any of the research we examined.
Thus, we determined to undertake a modest analysis of teaching procedures recommended in Ginn, Economy, and Scott-Foresman. As a basis for comparison, we selected two areas in which all three series provided instruction. Specifically examined were the third and sixth grade level student workbooks and the teacher manual recommendations for teaching main idea and overall story comprehension.
All three third grade level teacher manuals suggested a comparable number of different instructional activities (3) (4) to teach main idea.
However, the number of workbook exercises in Economy (7) was about double that of Ginn (2) or Scott-Foresman (3). Instruction consists mainly of teacher-led group discussion of the main idea for a brief selection.
The most common practice activity found in all three series requires students either to select a passage's main idea from a set of alternatives or to generate the main idea in written form. In addition, Ginn and Economy also provided main idea practice by requiring students to select appropriate titles for short passages.
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At the sixth grade level, the three series varied in the amount of instruction on main idea. Economy provided most, with four teacher manual activities and nine workbook exercises, and Ginn with occasional questions related to the main idea, provided the least instruction.
The sixth grade instructional procedures bore a close resemblance to those used in third grade, except that the older children were also asked to locate supporting details for the main idea.
An examination of activities recommended to accompany story reading reveals similar overlap among instructional procedures in these three basal series. However, as with the naming and categorization of comprehension subskills, the series tended to give different names to similar instructional activities. Random samples of three stories at the 3-2 level indicated that pre-reading activities in all three series included word meaning study and purpose-setting (either teacher-provided or studentgenerated). The three series also provided suggestions for optional teacher-guided reading of several pages of a selection at a time (either in the form of "read to discover . . ." or several questions to answer while reading). Discussion of the entire story followed reading (questions are provided to aid the teacher in guiding the discussion).
Davidson (Note 2) surveyed the procedures recommended for teaching "inferential" comprehension in three basal series: Harcourt, Brace and Javonovich (1970), Macmillan (1970), and Houghton-Mifflin (1971) .
She noted that practice in answering questions (e.g., find the main idea)
was the most frequently used instructional procedure. When additional (2) What is the most important thing that is said about the topic?" (Davidson, 1972, Pp. 87-88) ), and sometimes providing positive and negative examples (e.g., correct and incorrect inferences). Different instructional procedures in the three series she studied could most often be attributed to the presence or absence of strategy giving and of providing positive and negative instances.
Results of our own analysis and that of Davidson suggest that the dominant instructional procedure for reading comprehension is questioning.
Thus, in basal series "instruction for" and "testing for" comprehension appear to be closely aligned.
It is tempting to conclude that comprehension instruction consists primarily of repeated testing with feedback. In addition, teachers sometimes describe a comprehension strategy, tell students word meanings, or provide preliminary background information for a particular reading selection.
Skill Mastery
To determine how programs addressed the "critical feature" of skill mastery we examined the third grade levels of both Ginn and Scott-Foresman. Apparently, the teacher is left to his or her own design in identifying and solving problems of inadequate student performance.
In summary, some consistency is evident across several basal series in regard to early emphasis on comprehension, the skills taught, teaching procedures, and mastery requirements. The series differ in their reading corpus, identification of "unique" comprehension skills, and in the emphasis and ordering of those skills which they share in common with each other.
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While various publishers make claims about the up-to-date research base for their reading systems, and each implies that they have presented the "best" way to teach reading, we were unable to locate empirical evidence which systematically evaluated growth in reading comprehension as a function of basal programs. The publishers of basal series apparently feel no compulsion to study the effectiveness of their products, even though they regularly revise their programs in an effort to improve them.
Scott-Foresman, for example, presented a reading program in 1970 which they revised in 1976, and which is currently undergoing another revision.
Children's reading achievement did not appear to be an important factor in these revisions. Although the publishers wrote of "learner verification" as influencing product development, this has little to do with learning. Under learner verification, the publishers write:
When it came time to revise Systems, all these comments
[from administrators, teachers, parents, children, and minorities]
were synthesized into a set of working guidelines that were the beginning of, and the basis for, Reading Unlimited.
In addition, selections considered for Reading Unlimited were put through four tests:
Twelve authors--all with teaching experience--read and These books contain precise teacher scripts for each lesson, specify hand signals with which teachers cue group responses, and prescribe error correction procedures. In a daily lesson,group instruction is followed by teacher-directed and then self-directed tasks in workbooks. The DISTAR Reading programs also include student readers and criterionreferenced tests that are administered to students at frequent intervals to evaluate progress.
The corpus of the DISTAR I and II reading programs (designed to be used in kindergarten or first grade) is mostly fiction. In contrast, DISTAR III (for grades 2 or 3) focuses almost entirely on the content areas, such as biology, physics, history and mythology. The latter program is subtitled, "Reading to Learn."
The first two levels of the DISTAR Language programs teach vocabulary, logical concepts, statement making and question asking strategies that the authors consider fundamental to the comprehension of both oral and written language. DISTAR Language III teaches beginning sentence analysis skills, capitalization and punctuation, and includes a sequenced program in writing. The program also contains exercises in which the children read paragraphs and answer questions about them.
In contrast to basal series, reading comprehension in DISTAR is not described as a set of discrete skills. However, the activities that We could locate no analyses which compare DISTAR to other reading approaches according to relative emphasis given to particular comprehension skills. However, it is our impression that rule learning and rule application are more heavily emphasized in DISTAR than in other programs.
As in other reading programs, the comprehension teaching procedure in DISTAR tends to rely primarily on verbal and written questioning. 
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Children are regularly asked to recall and apply previously taught rules and information.
DISTAR intends for its instruction to be criterion-referenced, demanding mastery or proficiency for each exercise. Teachers are instructed to repeat exercises until mastery is achieved. If a child makes an error, the teacher corrects the error and has the child return to the beginning of the exercise. No child is to leave an exercise until he/she is "firm," that is correct on every item. Test word recognition subtest (Becker, 1977) . On reading comprehension, measured by the Metropolitan Achievement Test (MAT) reading score, these same students fall slightly below the national norm. However these students register MAT total reading scores that are one-half standard 
Objective-Based Reading Programs
Beginning in the 1960's a number of reading programs were developed which may be characterized variously as objective-based programs, skills monitoring or management programs, or criterion-referenced systems.
Essentially these programs consist of a delineation of specific reading skills or objectives, criterion-referenced tests designed to assess an individual's performance on each objective, lessons or recommended materials appropriate for instructing each skill, and a general recording system with which teachers can monitor individual students' progress.
Several assumptions underlie the development of objective-based programs.
It is assumed that reading is composed of many separate, and measurable skills and that mastery of a sufficient number of specific skills will result in a proficient reader. It is further assumed that reading instruction will be improved if teachers and students possess In a sense, the instructional materials of objectives-based systems are a composite of basal programs. Thus, remarks made about basal programs can also apply to objectives-based programs. The primary differences between these and basal series is that the former have a wider access to instructional materials, and because they are test-based they have a stronger emphasis on skill mastery.
We were unable to locate any published evaluation of objectives-based programs. However, the Wisconsin Design for Reading Skill Development The idea upon which objectives-based systems are based is an appealing one. It would seem that teachers' jobs would be eased if they could easily monitor individual children's mastery of specific objectives and had access to appropriate instructional resources for teaching those objectives. The success of objectives-based systems, however, rests on several key variables: the criterion-referenced tests must be reliable indicators of skill mastery; the testing, recording, and grouping requirements must be organized well enough so that teachers can implement them; and, instructional materials or activities that are genuinely effective in teaching the specific comprehension skills must have been identified. Finally, teachers must have ready access to the necessary materials. Inadequacies occurring at any one of these points can incapacitate an objectives-based Teaching Reading Comprehension 22 system. Our prediction is that the identification of effective instructional materials and procedures will be the Achilles' heel of these systems, much as it appears to be with other reading comprehension programs.
Other Approaches to Comprehension Instruction
The Language Experience approach (Allen & Allen, 1970 ) and the psycholinguistic view (Smith, 1973; Smith & Goodman, 1971 ) represent two other approaches to reading comprehension instruction. We devote less space to these since they are often used prior to or in conjunction with a basal series.
Language Experience
The thrust of a language experience approach to reading is that speech can be written down, and that what is written down can be read. The reading corpus is generated by individual children, who dictate personal experiences and stories which the teacher transcribes. As such, language experience is a beginning reading approach.
One set of materials, Language Experience in Reading (Allen & Allen, 1970) , was examined to determine the comprehension skills taught. The teacher's guidebook is arranged in units centered around activities which are designed to develop specific skills. The list of comprehension skills mentions main idea, details, sequence, inference, conclusions, comparisons, author's intent, etc. The similarity between these skills and those taught in basal series is obvious. However, comprehension of the experience stories is not emphasized "since each child obviously understands what he has written" (Allen & Allen, 1970, p. 10 writing in a language experience curriculum, they are likely to be placed in a commercially prepared curriculum, e.g., a basal reader.
Language experience appears to produce levels of reading achievement comparable to that produced by basal programs. Dykstra (1968) who summarized the results of the follow-up to the First Grade Reading studies reported that at the end of second grade, there were no significant differences on measures of reading or writing between basal and language experience participants.
A Psycholinguistic View
In this section we refer to the psycholinguistic viewpoint of reading instruction as that expressed by Frank Smith (1973) and Kenneth Goodman (1969 , Note 3, 1972 . We recognize that a number of psycholinguists besides Smith and Goodman have offered their views on reading. However, among teachers, Goodman in particular is recognized as the major spokesman for a psycholinguistic account of the reading process (Cambourne, 1977) . He
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has also associated himself with a well known basal reading series, Reading
Unlimited ( Scott-Foresman, 1976 ).
According to this psycholinguistic perspective, reading is not primarily a visual process wherein print is first decoded to sound and then understood. Instead, reading consists of the active construction of meaning, a process in which the reader's prior knowledge of language, reading, and the world play the major role. The proficient reader reconstructs the author's message using as little visual information as possible.
The more visual information that a reader requires to get meaning from text, the less efficient is his reading. In fact, Smith (1973) argued that meaning precedes word identification, and that the latter is used only as a source of feedback to either confirm or reject the reader's hypothesis.
While Smith and Goodman (1971) regard psycholinguistic theory as capable of providing fresh insights into the reading process as well as important implications for reading instruction, they are careful to avoid proposing a psycholinguistic approach to reading instruction. In fact, Smith and Goodman (1971) have written:
To be blunt, we regard the development of 'psycholinguistic materials' as a distinct threat, not just to us but to the entire educational community . . . Our objective is to destroy the phoenix of 'psycholinguistic instruction' before it can arise . . . . (p. 178).
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Since Smith and Goodman do not prescribe a psycholinguistic teaching method,
we have tried to select quotations related to the same five "critical elements" we have used to discuss other approaches.
In regard to corpus for reading instruction, Smith asserts that "many primers bear absolutely no relevance to the child's life or language, and short sentences barely connected by a story line place a premium on word identification and provide little support for intelligent guessing. Subject matter texts . . . often present an even worse obstacle" (1973, p. 191) .
Elsewhere Smith writes that the reading corpus should consist of large samples of language that are both interesting and comprehensible, and that teachers should reject large portions of the available reading materials which are inappropriate. Plentiful, assorted, natural, nonstilted, and interesting are descriptors of the reading corpus which would appear to satisfy these criteria.
Similarly, Goodman and Smith have called attention to flaws that they have observed in conventional analyses of the reading process (what skills should be taught) and in many of the instructional methodologies that are commonly applied to the teaching of reading. Goodman, in particular, has voiced strong opposition to the belief that reading can be analyzed into a series of subskills. He writes:
Fractionating the process into constituent skills for the purposes of research or instruction qualitatively changes the process and the nature of the parts since they normally function as a complex process (Goodman, 1969, p. 15) .
There is no possible sequencing of skills in reading instruction since all systems must be used interdependently in the reading process even in the first attempts at learning to read (Goodman, Note 3, p. 25) .
Frequently, sequential skill instruction will interfere with comprehension since the learner's attention is diverted from meaning (Goodman, 1972 (Goodman, , p. 1254 .
In a similar vein, Smith and Goodman write:
Psycholinguistic techniques as applied to reading indicate a child needs to be exposed to a wide range of choices so that he can detect the significant elements of written language. The child learning to read needs the opportunity to examine a large sample of language, to generate hypotheses about regularities and to test and modify hypotheses based on feedback.
None of this, to our minds, can be formalized in a pre- Phonics isn't necessary to the reading process. In fact in a proficient reader any kind of going from print to oral language to meaning is an extremely ineffective and inefficient strategy. By inefficient is meant that it's not the best way to do it,by ineffective is meant that the reader doesn't get the results that he's after (Goodman, 1972 (Goodman, , p. 1261 .
Mastery learning and systematic correction are not hallmarks of this psycholinguistic view. In discussing mastery, Smith points an accusing finger at those who "provide immediate feedback" (systematic correction)
for errors (1973, p. 189 Notable for their absence are detailed or specific remediation guidelines. Again opposing current practice, Smith (1973) has declared his dissatisfaction with most remediation procedures since they usually result in reducing actual reading practice and replace it with decontextualized drill, isolated exercises, or conceptual skill and language development activi ties.
At a very general level, the instructional implications of Smith's and Goodman's view are that children should have ample opportunity to read interesting, coherent text which they can readily understand, or at least be helped to understand. It is difficult to identify or evaluate more specific instructional implications of their psycholinguistic model, since the model remains vague on the application end. The psycholinguistic perspective deserves some consideration, however, in that it challenges a number of common assumptions and practices in the teaching of reading.
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Conclusion
A number of approaches to reading comprehension instruction can be identified, however the extent of the real differences among these approaches is a matter of conjecture. The approaches clearly differ in reading corpus but the characteristics of corpus have never been very precisely described. The approaches differ with respect to their identification of comprehension skills. However, in our opinion, the programs are more similar than different on this feature. 
